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Grandpa was a carpente,

be built houses, storves and banks,
he chain-smoked Camel cigarettes
and bammered nails in planks.
He was level-on-the-level,
shaved even every doot,

and voted for Eisenbower

‘cause Lincoln won the war.

That's one of my favorite John Prine lyrics, probably because
my grandpa was also a carpenter. I don’t know about stores
and banks, but Guy Pillsbury built his share of houses and
spent a good many years making sure the Atlantic Ocean and
the harsh seacoast winters didn’t wash away the Winslow
Homer estate in Prout’s Neck. Fazza smoked cigars, though,
not Camels. It was my Uncle Oren, also a carpenter, who
smoked the Camels. And when Fazza retired, it was Uncle
Oren who inherited the old fellow’s toolbox. I don’t remem-
ber its being there in the garage on the day I dropped the cin-
derblock on my foot, but it probably was sitting in its
accustomed place just outside the nook where my cousin
Donald kept his hockey sticks, ice skates, and baseball glove.
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The toolbox was what we called a big "un. It had three lev-
els, the top two removable, all three containing little drawers
as cunning as Chinese boxes. It was handmade, of course.
Dark wooden slats were bound together by tiny nails and
strips of brass. The lid was held down by big latches; to my
child’s eye they looked like the latches on a giant’s lunchbox.
Inside the top was a silk lining, rather odd in such a context
and made more striking still by the pattern, which was pink-
ish-red cabbage roses fading into a smog of grease and dirt.
On the sides were great big grabhandles. You never saw a
toolbox like this one for sale at Wal-Mart or Western Auto,
believe me. When my uncle first got it, he found a brass
etching of a famous Homer painting—1I believe it was The
Undertow—Tlying in the bottom. Some years later Uncle Oren
had it authenticated by a Homer expert in New York, and a
few years after that I believe he sold it for a good piece of
money. Exactly how or why Fazza came by the engraving in
the first place is a mystery, but there was no mystery about
the origins of the toolbox—he made it himself.

One summer day I helped Uncle Oren replace a broken
screen on the far side of the house. I might have been eight or
nine at the time. I remember following him with the replace-
ment screen balanced on my head, like a native bearer in a

Tarzan movie. He had the toolbox by the grabhandles, hors-

ing it along at thigh level. As always, Uncle Oren was wear-
ing khaki pants and a clean white tee-shirt. Sweat gleamed in
his graying Army crewcut. A Camel hung from his lower lip.
(When I came in years later with a pack of Chesterfields in my
breast pocket, Uncle Oren sneered at them and called them
“stockade cigarettes.”)

We finally reached the window with the broken screen
and he set the toolbox down with an audible sigh of relief.
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When Dave and I tried to lift it from its place on the garage
floor, each of us holding one of the handles, we could barely
budge it. Of course we were just little kids back then, but
even so I'd guess that Fazza’s fully loaded toolbox weighed
between eighty and a hundred and twenty pounds.

Uncle Oren let me undo the big latches. The common
tools were all on the top layer of the box. There was a ham-
mert, a saw, the pliers, a couple of sized wrenches and an
adjustable; there was a level with that mystic yellow window
in the middle, a drill (the various bits were neatly drawered
farther down in the depths), and two screwdrivers. Uncle
Oren asked me for a screwdriver.

“Which one?” I asked.

“Either-or,” he replied.

The broken screen was held on by loophead screws, and it
really didn’t matter whether he used a regular screwdriver or
the Phillips on them; with loopheads you just stuck the
screwdriver’s barrel through the hole at the top of the screw
and then spun it the way you spin a tire iron once you've got
the lugnuts loose.

Uncle Oren took the screws out—there were eight, which
he handed to me for safekeeping—and then removed the old
screen. He set it against the house and held up the new one.
The holes in the screen’s frame mated up neatly with the holes
in the window-frame. Uncle Oren grunted with approval
when he saw this. He took the loophead screws back from me,
one after the other, got them started with his fingers, then
tightened them down just as he’d loosened them, by inserting
the screwdriver's barrel through the loops and turning them.

When the screen was secure, Uncle Oren gave me the
screwdriver and told me to put it back in the toolbox and
“latch her up.” I did, but I was puzzled. I asked him why he’d
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lugged Fazza’s toolbox all the way around the house, if all
he’d needed was that one screwdriver. He could have carried
a screwdriver in the back pocket of his khakis.

“Yeah, but Stevie,” he said, bending to grasp the handles,
“I didn’t know what else I might find to do once I got out
here, did I? It’s best to have your tools with you. If you don't,
you're apt to find something you didn’t expect and get dis-
couraged.”

I want to suggest that to write to your best abilities, it
behooves you to construct your own toolbox and then build
up enough muscle so you can carry it with you. Then, instead
of looking at a hard job and getting discouraged, you will
perhaps seize the correct tool and get immediately to work.

Fazza’s toolbox had three levels. I think that yours should
have at least four. You could have five or six, I suppose, but
there comes a point where a toolbox becomes too large to be
portable and thus loses its chief virtue. You’ll also want all
those little drawers for your screws and nuts and bolts, but

where you put those drawers and what you putin them . .. -

well, that’s your little red wagon, isn’t it? You'll find you
have most of the tools you need already, but I advise you to
look at each one again as you load it into your box. Try to see
each one new, remind yourself of its function, and if some are
rusty (as they may be if you haven’t done this seriously in
awhile), clean them off.

Common tools go on top. The commonest of all, the bread
of writing, is vocabulary. In this case, you can happily pack
what you have without the slightest bit of guilt and inferior-
ity. As the whore said to the bashful sailor, “It ain’t how
much you've got, honey, it’s how you use it.”

Some writers have enormous vocabularies; these are folks
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who'd know if there really 7s such a thing as an insalubrious
dithyramb or a cozening raconteur, people who haven’t
missed a multiple-choice answer in Wilfred Funk’s I Pays to
Increase Your Word Power in oh, thirty years or so. For example:

The leathery, undeteriorative, and almost indestruc-
tible quality was an inherent attribute of the thing’s
form of organization, and pertained to some paleogean
cycle of invertebrate evolution utterly beyond our pow-
ers of speculation,

—H. P. Lovecraft, At the Mountains of Madness

Like it? Here’s another:

In some [of the cups] there was no evidence whatever

that anything had been planted; in others, wilted brown

stalks gave testimony to some inscrutable depredation.
—T. Coraghessan Boyle, Budding Prospects

And yet a third—this is a good one, you'll like it:

Someone snatched the old woman’s blindfold from her
and she and the juggler were clouted away and when the
company turned in to sleep and the low fire was roaring
in the blast like a thing alive these four yet crouched at
the edge of the firelight among their strange chattels and
watched how the ragged flames fled down the wind as if
sucked by some maelstrom out there in the void, some
vortex in that waste apposite to which man’s transit and
his reckonings alike lay abrogate.
—Cormac McCarthy, Blood Meridian
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Other writers use smaller, simpler vocabularies. Examples

of this hardly seem necessary, but I'll offer a couple of my
favorites, just the same:

He came to the river. The river was there.

—Ernest Hemingway, “Big Two-Hearted River”

They caught the kid doing something nasty under the
bleachers.

—Theodore Sturgeon, Some of Your Blood

This is what happened.
—Douglas Fairbairn, Shoot

Some of the owner men were kind because they hated
what they had to do, and some of them were angry
because they hated to be cruel, and some of them were
cold because they had long ago found that one could
not be an owner unless one were cold.

—John Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath

The Steinbeck sentence is especially interesting. It’s fifty
words long. Of those fifty words, thirty-nine have but one
syllable. That leaves eleven, but even that number is decep-
tive; Steinbeck uses because three times, owner twice, and
hated twice. There is no word longer than two syllables in
the entire sentence. The structure is complex; the vocabulary
is not far removed from the old Dick and Jane primers. The
Grapes of Wrath is, of course, a fine novel. I believe that Blood
Meridian is another, although there are great whacks of it
that I don’t fully understand. What of that? I can’t decipher
the words to many of the popular songs I love, either.
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There’s also stuff you'll never find in the dictionary, but
it’s still vocabulary. Check out the following:

“Egggh, whaddaya? Whaddaya want from me?”
“Here come Hymie!”
“Unnh! Unnnh! Unnnhh!”
“Chew my willie, Yo’ Honor.”
“Yeggghhh, .you, too, man!”
—Tom Wolfe, Bonfire of the Vanities

This last is phonetically rendered street vocabulary. Few
writers have Wolfe’s ability to translate such stuff to the
page. (Elmore Leonard is another writer who can do it.) Some
street-rap gets into the dictionary eventually, but not until
it's safely dead. And I don’t think you'll ever find Yeggghhh
in Webstet's Unabridged.

Put your vocabulary on the top shelf of your toolbox, and
don’t make any conscious effort to improve it. (You'll be
doing that as you read, of course . . . but that comes later.)
One of the really bad things you can do to your writing is to
dress up the vocabulary, looking for long words because you're
maybe a little bit ashamed of your short ones. This is like
dressing up a household pet in evening clothes. The pet is
embarrassed and the person who committed this act of pre-
meditated cuteness should be even more embarrassed. Make
yourself a solemn promise right now that you'll never use
“emolument” when you mean “tip” and you'll never say John
stopped long enough to perform an act of excretion
when you mean John stopped long enough to take a shit.
If you believe “take a shit” would be considered offensive or
inappropriate by your audience, feel free to say John stopped
long enough to move his bowels (or perhaps John stopped
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long enough to “push”). I'm not trying to get you to talk
dirty, only plain and direct. Remember that the basic rule of
vocabulary is use the first word that comes to your mind, if it is
appropriate and colorful. 1f you hesitate and cogitate, you will
come up with another word—of course you will, there’s
always another word—but it probably won’t be as good as
your first one, or as close to what you really mean.

This business of meaning is évery big deal. If you doubt it,
think of all the times you've heard someone say “I just can’t
describe it” or “That isn’t what I mean.” Think of all the times
you've said those things yourself, usually in a tone of mild or
serious frustration. The word is only a representation of the
meaning; even at its best, writing almost always falls short of
full meaning. Given that, why in God’s name would you
want to make things worse by choosing a word which is only
cousin to the one you really wanted to use?

And db feel free to take appropriateness into account; as
George Carlin once observed, in some company it’s perfectly

all right to prick your finger, but very bad form to finger
your prick. '

s

You'll also want grammar on the top shelf of your toolbox,
and don’t annoy me with your moans of exasperation or your
cries that you don't understand grammar, you never did under-
stand grammar, you flunked that whole semester in Sophomore
English, writing is fun but grammar sucks the big one.
Relax. Chill. We won’t spend much time here because we
don'’t need to. One either absotbs the grammatical principles
of one’s native language in conversation and in reading or
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one does not. What Sophomore English does (or tries to do)
is little more than the naming of parts.

And this isn’t high school. Now that you're not worried
that (a) your skirt is too short or too long and the other kids
will laugh at you, (b) you're not going to make the varsity
swimming team, (c) you're still going to be a pimple-studded
virgin when you graduate (probably when you die, for that
matter), (d).ghe physics teacher won’t grade the final on a
curve, or (¢) nobody really likes you anyway AND THEY NEVER
DID . . . now that all that extraneous shit is out of the way, you
can study certain academic matters with a degree of concen-
tration you could never manage while attending the local
textbook loonybin. And once you start, you'll find you know
almost all of the stuff anyway—it is, as I said, mostly a mat-
ter of cleaning the rust off the drillbits and sharpening the
blade of your saw.

Plus . . . oh, to hell with it. If you can remember all the
accessories that go with your best outfit, the contents of your
purse, the starting lineup of the New York Yankees or the
Houston Qilers, or what label “Hang On Sloopy” by The
McCoys was on, you are capable of remembering the differ-
ence between a gerund (verb form used as a noun) and a par-
ticiple (verb form used as an adjective).

I thought long and hard about whether or not to include a
detailed section on grammar in this little book. Part of me
would actually like to; I taught it successfully at high school
(where it hid under the name Business English), and I enjoyed
it as a student. American grammar doesn’t have the sturdiness
of British grammar (a British advertising man with a proper
education can make magazine copy for ribbed condoms sound
like the Magna goddam Carta), but it has its own scruffy
charm.

119



——

Stephen King

In the end I decided against it, probably for the same rea-
son William Strunk decided not to recap the basics when he
wrote the first edition of The Elements of Style: if you don’t know,
it’s too late. And those really incapable of grasping grammar—
as I am incapable of playing certain guitar riffs and progres-
sions—will have lictle or no use for a book like this, anyway. In
that sense I am preaching to the converted. Yet allow me to go
on just a little bit further—will you indulge me?

Vocabulary used in speech or writing organizes itself in
seven parts of speech (eight, if you count interjections such as
Oh! and Gosh! and Fuhgeddaboudit!). Communication
composed of these parts of speech must be organized by rules
of grammar upon which we agree. When these rules break
down, confusion and misunderstanding result. Bad grammar
produces bad sentences. My favorite example from Strunk
and White is this one: “As a mother of five, with another
one on the way, my ironing board is always up.”

Nouns and verbs are the two indispensable parts of writ-

ing. Without one of each, no group of words can be a sen- -

tence, since a sentence is, by definition, a group of words
containing a subject (noun) and a predicate (verb); these
strings of words begin with a capital letter, end with a period,
and combine to make a complete thought which starts in the
writer’s head and then leaps to the reader’s.

Must you write complete sentences each time, every time?
Perish the thought. If your work consists only of fragments
and floating clauses, the Grammar Police aren’t going to
come and take you away. Even William Strunk, that Mus-
solini of rhetoric, recognized the delicious pliability of lan-
guage. “It is an old observation,” he writes, “that the best
writers sometimes disregard the rules of rhetoric.” Yet he
goes on to add this thought, which I urge you to consider:
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“Unless he is certain of doing well, {the writer} will probably
do best to follow the rules.”

The telling clause here is Unless be is certain of doing well. If
you don’t have a rudimentary grasp of how the parts of
speech translate into coherent sentences, how can you be cer-
tain that you #re doing well? How will you know if you're
doing ill, for that matter? The answer, of course, is that you
can't, you won’'t. One who does grasp the rudiments of
grammar finds a comforting simplicity at its heart, where
there need be only nouns, the words that name, and verbs,
the words that act.

Take any noun, put it with any verb, and you have a sen-
tence. It never fails. Rocks explode. Jane transmits. Moun-
tains float. These are all perfect sentences. Many such
thoughts make little rational sense, but even the stranger ones
(Plums deify!) have a kind of poetic weight that’s nice. The
simplicity of noun-verb construction is useful—at the very
least it can provide a safety net for your writing. Strunk and
White caution against too many simple sentences in a row,
but simple sentences provide a path you can follow when you
fear getting lost in the tangles of rhetoric—all those restrictive
and nonrestrictive clauses, those modifying phrases, those
appositives and compound-complex sentences. If you start to
freak out at the sight of such unmapped territory (unmapped
by you, at least), just remind yourself that rocks explode,
Jane transmits, mountains float, and plums deify. Grammar is
not just a pain in the ass; it's the pole you grab to get your
thoughts up on their feet and walking. Besides, all those
simple sentences worked for Hemingway, didn’t they? Even
when he was drunk on his ass, he was a fucking genius.

If you want to refurbish your grammar, go to your local
used-book store and find a copy of Warriner's English Grammar
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and Composition—the same book most of us took home and
dutifully covered with brown paper shopping-bags when we
were sophomores and juniors in high school. You'll be relieved
and delighted, I think, to find that almost all you need is sum-
marized on the front and back endpapers of the book.

_— 3 —
De found
room - gFammar and
usage hated the phrase student bod}# ’for instance
insisting t without the
ghoulish conn@ erm He thought
“personalize” a p 2 suggests “Getupa

writing, and I want to get th¢ dbefore we move
along. /

7

Verbs come in two t;r’ ‘
@f the sentence is doing something.
With a passive verb, sopiething is being done 70 the subject of
the sentence. The subjéct is just letting it happen. Yox should
avoid the passive tense. §lm not the only one who says so; you
can find the same adfice in The Elements of Style.

Messrs. Strunk and White don’t speculate as to why so

active verb, the subject ¢
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many writers are attracted to passive verbs, but I'm yfilfing
t0;{ think timid writers like them for the same reas i timid
loversdike passive partners. The passive voice is sa ' There is
no trouBi@some action to contend with; the subf ct juSt has
to close its\@es and think of England, to paraf rase Queen
Victoria. I thuk unsure writers also feel the passive voice
somehow lendS& eir work authority, pethafi§ even a quality
of majesty. If yOuN ind instruction manual ind lawyers’ torts
majestic, Iguess 1t

The timid fellow writes The mee, g will be held at
’j(s to him, “Put it this

seven o’clock because 8 t somehow;
way and people will beh you rea[ Jy know.” Purge this quis-
ling thought! Don’t be a mijggle! row back your shoulders,
stick out your chin, and put Lm‘ﬁ ecting in charge! Write The
meeting’s at seven. There, b od' Don'’t you feel better?
I won't say there’s no place/o nthe passive tense. Suppose,
for instance, a fellow dies injthe Sichen but ends up some-
where else. The body was; carried X‘S om the kitchen and
placed on the parlor so »’i is a fair way, to put this, although
“was catried” and “ wisy acecl still itk the shit out of me. I
accept them but I don mbrace them. 4" I would embrace
is Freddy and Myra; . cried the body o t of the kitchen
and laid it on the p ,‘ irlor sofa. Why does t ,lnody have to be
the subject of the s qtence, anyway? It’s dead, fg Chnst s sake!
Fuhgeddabouch _

Two pages ¢ / the passive voice—just about 'y business

document evg ',/ written, in other words, not to me
of bad fictidfi—make me want to scream. It's weak
cuitous, ##d it’s frequently tortuous, as well. HoW, about
this: Myffirst kiss will always be recalled by me as hgiw my
romance with Shayna was begun. Oh, man—who tarted,
right? A simpler way to express this idea—sweeter and more
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